CHAPTER I
THE ORIGINS OF BURMESE DRAMA

1. BURMESE Music AND DANCING

I HAVE said that no Burmese drama is to be found before the
eighteenth century. The origins of that drama are to be found in the
remote past of Burma's own national development, rather than in
foreign importations or influence.

No doubt, Burmese music and dancing arose out of primitive
religious rituals as in other countries. Society developed, civilization
expanded, and contact with the Hindus and Chinese gave new ideas,
but the native element always dominated, and the music and
dancing remained, as indeed they still remain, essentially Burmese.
In A.D. 800 when the Hindu expansion overseas was an accomplished
fact, when the Hindu and Chinese civilizations had come into contact
with each other, and when the rest of Indo-China had been drawn
into the influence of those civilizations, Burmese music and dancing
remained independent. In 800-2, when some parts of Upper Burma
were under the nominal suzerainty of Nanchao (then a semi-indepen-
dent State, now Yunnan), two Burmese deputations accompanied
Nanchao missions to the Court of the Chinese Emperor, and the
Burmese 'sang songs containing Sanskrit words and went through
spelling dances, lining up in a pattern which read "Nanchao sends
holy music!'"1 The Imperial Secretary has left us a poem describing
the occasion. The following is an extract:

Music from the land of P'iao, music from the land of P'iao,2
Brought   hither   from   the   great   ocean's   south-west   corner

Yung Ch'iang's son, Shunant'o.

Has come with an offering of southern tunes to fete the New Year.
Our Emperor has taken his seat in the courtyard of the palace.
He does not press his cap strings to his ears, he is listening to you!

1 G. E. Harvey, History of Burma, p. 14.

* The land of P'iao was the name by which Burma was known to the
Chinese until the tenth century (ibid., p. 11).